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	1. The Story You May Know

_To die, to sleep—  
><em>_No more—and by a sleep to say we end  
><em>_The heartache, and the thousand natural shocks  
><em>_That flesh is heir to. 'tis a consummation (70)  
><em>_Devoutly to be wish'd. To die, to sleep—  
><em>_To sleep—perchance to dream. Ay, there's the rub!  
><em>_For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,  
><em>_When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,  
><em>_Must give us pause—there's the respect (75)  
><em>_That makes calamity of so long life.  
><em>Hamlet ACT III Scene 1

* * *

><p>Damon came back for a reason.<p>

Getting involved with Stefan's love life wasn't supposed to be part of it. Well, _involved _wasn't exactly the word. It was simpler to say Damon was watching from afar and occasionally throwing in a plot twist. Not that anyone asked.

It had only been a few months of quiet observation really. Stefan hadn't made a move after saving the girl, which gave Damon time to watch them both.

Elena was remarkable. A dead-ringer for Katherine except for the visible heartache. She carried all her pain out in the open where people could fix it, instead of locked down, infecting from the inside. He could appreciate the difference as well as Stefan.

That's why Damon wasn't surprised when Stefan eventually signed himself up for high school. Though, reducing himself to a student instead of coming in as a substitute teacher or something seemed a bit obscene.

It was probably a fair point that Elena wouldn't get mixed up in the rule breaking needed for getting involved with an instructor. Would have been less of a pain in the ass for Stefan to not have to fully commit to the plight of teenagers if he had gone the older route though. But Stefan never picked the easy way.

Damon followed them into the woods the night school started. The booze and bonfire tradition only seemed to happen in clichéd high school movies. But clichés were practically grounds for every annual event in Mystic Falls, so he couldn't really begrudge them this one. No one else seemed to mind. The surrounding teenagers didn't pay any attention to him lurking in the shadows, which gave him the opportunity to get a closer look at his brother and the girl. He saw the intensity in Stefan's eyes as his brother soaked up every word she spoke, hungry to soothe and devour at the same time. It was a look Damon had seen before, but never mixed with so much restraint.

Fuck. Stefan was _trying_.

Then Stefan touched her hand, such an innocent meaningless touch and Damon's vision hazed and his body went rigid with a feeling he couldn't describe. He hadn't even realized he cared. There was something different about her, other than the familiar face, something more that Damon desperately wanted to understand.

Damon was frantic for a distraction by the time he came across some girl in the outskirts of the clearing. She made the mistake of isolating herself from the herd of wasted teenagers. How could he resist such a tempting opportunity? Damon slipped further into the woods, luring the girl to follow him.

It was time Stefan knew he'd arrived.

* * *

><p>Stefan went on the defensive immediately.<p>

Damon used that and focused on scaring Elena away.

It didn't work until Elena found out the truth about what they were. A few people died for her to get it. Damon thought that was the end.

Too soon, Elena got over it and forgave them the deaths in the town. It was like she didn't care about any of the kids she went to school with except her exclusive group of friends and her brother. Or at least, forgave Stefan. It was only Damon's work she held a grudge against.

With each tale of their violent past, Elena drew closer to Stefan while Damon became more despondent. He tried to interfere, a dozen girls and half as many boys strewn about the town in a matter of months, but still Elena didn't run screaming. It didn't bode well that Elena could smile and react so well to Damon's charms, then turn around and complain to Stefan in the same breath. And while Stefan made his half-hearted attempts to get rid of Damon, they were so pitiful Damon figured there was no real intention behind them. A few days locked up without feeding wasn't the worst thing that had ever happened to him.

Damon picked up his pursuit—_his distraction_—of his mission to get Katherine back. Turned out she had other plans. The very idea of her came and went so quickly Damon had nothing left but watching Stefan and Elena again. A few more people died.

He tried picking Elena up eventually. Just to piss Stefan off at first, but then, well… It was interesting, if she was going to be so understanding, it'd be nice if he could have a little of that directed his way. But it would always be Stefan for her, the same way it was for Katherine.

Elena's parents were gone, then her aunt was gone, and her new guardian was some teacher she picked up at school. Her brother ran to Colorado because he couldn't take the madness anymore. She seemed unfazed. Even after all her friends became supernatural creatures, it was only Damon she considered a monster, which made Stefan push Damon away even more.

That didn't help the growing ache inside Damon. The need his brother had for someone to push him, to look after him, was a need Damon had been born to fill. Stefan kept himself weak, trying to play human, so Damon had to be that much stronger. He'd never had so many opportunities to provide protection for his little brother than in the mayhem that surrounded Elena.

If there was a moment Damon could point to that changed everything, that transformed his reluctant tolerance of the girl to pure contempt, it would be seeing them together in Stefan's room one boring night. For once, no one's life was at major risk, there was no one immediately out to get anyone. The two were laughing about something, and Damon was hypnotized to the door by the strange sound. Elena painted her toenails on the bed with Stefan lying beside her. They were fully dressed on top of the blankets. They weren't touching, but there wasn't any space between them either. Then Stefan looked up, his smile warming as he saw Damon standing in the doorway. His easy open face seemed to invite Damon into their normal world. As if there could be actual room for him there.

An aching _hotcoldhotcoldhotcold_ feeling flooded his system. Damon was stuck. It was like pure panic built on pure hatred, the overwhelming urge to rip out her throat, not for blood, but protection.

"Damon?"

His brother's voice snapped him out of his anxiety attack long enough for Damon to turn around and be out the front door before he decided where he was going. Drinking sounded good. Drinking sounded fucking great. He couldn't explain this hot dark feeling filling him up but he didn't like it. Stefan's defenses were down too low; he was too vulnerable to Elena's influence. She was an island of chaos disguised as normality in their otherwise constant sea of destruction. Stefan was going to get his fill before drowning in it, and Damon was going to dive in right after him like usual. Because vampires didn't get peace the way humans do. There's only one kind of peace they were finally allowed.

His face had gone black standing at the door. The insane urge to pick Stefan up and carry him out, away from her, was hard to fight even though Damon was already miles away running towards town.

In a rush of clarity Damon saw it.

_Elena was going to change everything._


	2. Slices of Death

"Sleep, those little slices of death – how I loathe them."  
>Edgar Allen Poe<p>

* * *

><p>The front door eased open as Damon stepped inside the boarding house. It was still early, or at least, there was still light out, but Damon felt like he had been awake for days avoiding the place. A change of clothes and a glass of his own scotch was his only resolve to finally head home.<p>

"Damon?" Stefan's surprised voice called from the study. Damon blinked slowly and followed his brother's call. "Where have you been?"

"Out."

Stefan closed his journal and leaned back in his chair. "Yeah, I can tell. I feel like I haven't seen you in weeks."

Damon kept his jacket on and tucked his car keys into the pocket. After a moment's hesitation, he walked across from the desk and dropped onto the couch. "Is that right? You couldn't have missed me much."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

What did it mean? Damon shrugged, heavy eyes not moving from the fireplace. "You seem to have your hands full lately. I'm surprised you noticed." He wanted to smack himself in the face, but that involved movement he didn't have the energy for. Could he be any more petulant? He looked up to see if Stefan was as baffled by his behavior as he was, but instead Stefan had a small guarded smile.

"Yeah I guess."

Shit, that was worse.

Their gaze met long enough for Damon to see the light in his brother's eyes. There was a contentedness Damon never remembered feeling. The bewildering rolling in his gut making it seem more out of reach than ever.

"Where've you been?" Stefan repeated.

Damon tipped his head back against the couch, closing his eyes.

"Out."

"So you said."

Stefan's calmness only irked Damon more.

"What does it matter?"

"I was wondering if you'd say goodbye this time."

Head falling forward to face the fire, Damon's eyes slid open slowly. "Am I going somewhere?" He knew full well what his brother meant. Damon had a propensity for disappearing, sometimes days, sometimes decades at a time out of Stefan's sight. It was the curse of the aimless.

"I never know until you're gone," Stefan said quietly, rising from behind the desk and walking over to the couch.

Seeing Stefan walking closer out of the corner of his eye made the room rush down around Damon. Blinking rapidly he realized he was standing before he had planned on getting up. Stefan stalled with a crease in his brow.

"I'm going upstairs." He rubbed his thumb and forefinger against his eyelids until all he saw were stars. The scotch would have to wait.

"Wait," Stefan blurted. The second Damon looked at him, Stefan shuffled back. "I thought you'd really left. Can't you stick around a little while?" Sounding hesitant, but also a little desperate, which pleased something dark and mean inside Damon.

He smirked and crossed his arms over his chest. "Now, now, now, brother, you know once you get me talking, you never like what you hear." He stepped forward, closing some of the distance between them. "If you really want to know what I've been up to the last few nights, pay attention to the news. I'm sure my best work has been splashed across the screen, or at least check the obituary." His stomach rolled and churned at the disappointment washing over Stefan's face, but he quickly switched it off. It wasn't the time for that. "Although I have made one new friend recently."

Wary, Stefan's hands clasped to fiddle with his ring in his newest nervous gesture.

"Don't you want to know? I call him Ric, but it's short for something, I forget." He tapped his chin, faking confusion. He waited till recognition flickered in Stefan's eyes, and wariness sputtered to panic. "Oh that's right." He pointed one long finger back to Stefan. "You know him too. Elena's guardian, Alaric. Interesting cache of tools he's working with."

"Damon, if you hurt him," Stefan's shaky threat was cut off by a knock at the door.

They both turned toward it, glaring at the interruption. Damon's nostrils flared to trace the scent, while Stefan's head tipped to listen. He quickly spun back to Damon, panic doubled.

"Relax, little brother. I've no plans on ruining anyone's life today." He reached forward to pat Stefan's shoulder before noticing and pulling his hand back before making contact. Instead he turned and walked toward the stairs. "Don't leave her standing on the porch all alone. She'll think you uncouth."

Lurching toward the door, Stefan stopped and looked back toward Damon, hand resting on the door handle.

"What are you going to do?"

It was annoying how calm Stefan tried to remain. What a waste of control. Damon rubbed the back of his neck, still walking up the stairs at an unhurried human speed. "To sleep, if that's okay. I'm guessing your company is staying the night, so I'm hoping to be out before your pained moans and erratic grunts keep me up again." For full affect, he stopped at the top of the stairs and winked as Stefan stared at him. "You two crazy kids have a good night."

* * *

><p>A red-hot burning that felt a lot like embarrassment prickled Stefan's skin as he yanked the door open.<p>

"What?" He grumbled at Elena's surprise.

Elena blinked wide, pulling back a moment before Stefan took her hand.

"I'm so sorry. I just had a..." immediately repentant, he pointed behind him towards the stairs and gestured vaguely, hoping she'd get it.

"He's back?" Elena guessed, smiling with understanding.

"Yeah." Stefan offered a reassuring smile, leaning in to kiss her cheek. "Come in." He took her hand and led her back to the study.

* * *

><p>Weeks of listening to Stefan and Elena's whispered conversations weren't making anything easier. But this was his house too, dammit. He wasn't going to keep avoiding home in order to elude whatever this feeling was.<p>

To stop himself from pacing, he fell into bed. Just a little nap. He just needed a moment to rest his eyes in his own damn room. Maybe he wouldn't instantly regret it this time. He was having enough trouble keeping his thoughts at bay when he was awake. The moments before he fell asleep he couldn't hold that switch down anymore and the visions flooded in.

Unfiltered, he could see himself slip back down the stairs. How easy it would be to slide between Stefan and Elena. To command the attention he wanted, that Stefan wanted to give him. He would ignore her until she faded away. They could be brothers again. He would talk to Stefan, really talk, the way Stefan wanted to, without threat or malice.

To talk about what was going on inside him. Find out if Stefan ever felt it too.

He rolled over, pulling the pillow over his face in an attempt to drown out the soft voices downstairs.

It was too easy to picture her smile, the one that warmed his brother's eyes and made him offer shy smiles in return. To see Stefan touch her cheek, making her look up at him through her eyelashes.

Damon tried to convince himself it was her eyes he felt so drawn to. The replica of the face he first fell in love with. Yet, in the place between wake and sleep, he couldn't ignore it was green eyes he imagined staring back at him. The eyes of the little kid who used to look up to him, who watched his every move, whose entire face lit up when Damon was around. The damn girl was a shadow of a former life he no longer gave a shit about.

* * *

><p>"Okay, let's take a break. Enough studying for one night." Elena pushed her book and highlighter off her lap.<p>

Smiling hesitantly Stefan set his book aside also. "What kind of break did you have in mind?"

With a coy smile, she grabbed Stefan's hand. "Oh, I don't know. What do you think?"

Stefan eyed the textbooks one more time. She really needed the extra study time if she was going to stop confusing the Pantheon with the Parthenon. Then again, sex. At least, he was pretty sure that was what she was alluding to. He laughed softly, letting Elena pull him to his feet. "I'm sure we can come up with something in my room?"

* * *

><p>Damon tried to stretch out of the ball he was curled into. It was just fucking. He heard Stefan have sex so many times. It really wasn't a big deal. It wasn't. Really.<p>

He needed to get out of the house.

His eyes were so heavy though. He tried to pick his head up from under his pillow but his body wasn't cooperating. With a sigh he settled again. The bedding leeched its warmth from his tepid body heat as well as every ounce of energy.

Elena's not-distant-enough moan of pleasure made Damon's mouth dry. He had to get out but it looked like that wasn't going to happen. He was so tired.

What the _fuck_ was going on?

His body flinched and his eyes fell closed.

* * *

><p>There were footsteps in the hallway.<p>

Light shuffles somewhere outside his door, quiet but not devious. But Elena was warm against him; fingers stretching over Stefan's side and Damon was always up to something. Sleep pulled heavily at Stefan's consciousness and it was forgotten by morning.


	3. Down Like the Setting Sun

We've had a lot of good times brother  
>I've knows you all my life<br>Mixing blood and drugs and women  
>In your journey to the endless night<br>When the Bomb Drops – Primal Scream

* * *

><p>There were moments, Stefan couldn't be sure, but he could swear Damon was up to something. Something new and troubling. He didn't know what to make of the intense gaze he sometimes found himself on the other end of.<p>

But then he had Elena to distract him.

If there was a problem, Stefan wasn't entirely willing to acknowledge it. He was happy, or at least, closer to happy than he'd been in ages. He had a nice girl, who knew what he was, who encouraged him to be a decent human being. His brother was close by, and by the looks of it, staying around.

It wasn't perfect. Most of Elena's friends weren't exactly human anymore. They still distrusted him, but that was natural instinct, and probably for the best to keep them wary. They all saw his bout with the Ripper, and the measures Damon went to in order to pull him back.

Her guardian Alaric seemed all right. He tolerated Damon enough to drink with him regularly and survive. There was something interesting going on there, but Stefan wasn't going to worry about it until it became a problem.

He felt that way about most of his actions involving Damon lately. He was mostly okay with that. Despite Damon's implicit danger, he felt better when his big brother was nearby. It was probably fucked up, but Damon was his last line of defense before going over the edge, and anyway, having a brother around to argue with was normal. And starting over for another attempt at normal was the whole point of returning to Mystic Falls and enrolling in high school.

* * *

><p>Stefan was awake later than usual helping Elena cram for a French test. She was in the middle of conjugating verbs and the near-silent pad of bare feet upstairs caught his ear. It was unhurried, lingering at the doorway. With Damon's usual stealth, it was strange that Stefan heard anything at all. He looked up when he heard a bump against a doorframe followed by Damon swearing softly. That was strange too. Damon wasn't known for his clumsiness; in fact vampires were generally characterized by their lack of it. But then, it was hard to keep up with how much Damon had been drinking that night. Only briefly curious why his brother didn't join them if he was awake, he looked back to Elena's notes. Damon spoke French like a poet, even in its French and Cajun dialects, so hearing Elena struggle through the language would only distress him.<p>

Then Elena mixed up past and present tenses again and smacked the side of her head with her notebook in frustration. He glanced at his phone and realized it was 2 a.m. and they had been at it for too many hours. Ignoring the sounds upstairs, Stefan focused his attention back on teaching Elena French before morning.

* * *

><p>It was better when the sun was up. Damon didn't know why. Poetically, he could say it was something about escaping shadows that lurked in every corner. Theoretically, he could blame the boost of Vitamin D and the odd effect of UV light interfering with his magic ring. Realistically, it was because everyone else was awake and doing something, the white noise of life and living acted as a balm for his subconscious.<p>

He was torn between spending too much time at home and too much time not knowing what was developing between Stefan and Elena. Knowing somehow developed into actually seeing, and Damon couldn't stop himself from crashing in on them in Stefan's bed together. Occasionally. Damon reasoned with himself it was a pretty good way to make Stefan miserable every time he—well, _peeked_ wasn't the right word. He wasn't some pervert, but _caught_ made it seem like he wasn't aware of what he would be walking in on. _Tortured himself with seeing_ the two of them together was probably more accurate. Seeing his little brother happy made him equally proud and sick and he wasn't getting any closer as to why.

* * *

><p>Late one night Stefan and Elena spent an hour arguing on the front porch of the boarding house. A trivial fight about their participation in another town event. Elena was expected on the committee but Stefan wanted to skip the meetings and see a few movies. It wasn't a big deal, but she left in a huff and he knew enough to give her the night to cool off. Briefly relieved that at least the stupid argument was over he went back inside to head up to bed.<p>

It was late. The still shadow of Damon startled him at the top of the stairs. Stefan avoided his gaze and climbed up. Annoyed at whatever snide comment his brother didn't have the chance to make, he quickly slipped past Damon without coming into contact muttering, "Do not want to hear it."

There was only silence behind him. Stefan paused at the door to his room and looked back. Damon hadn't moved. He seemed to be staring blankly into middle distance. His hair was sleep-mussed and he was only wearing low-slung sweats. Stefan's brow furrowed and he clapped his hand loudly against the doorframe. "Damon, what the hell are you doing?"

Damon blinked rapidly, stepping away from the stairs. He looked disoriented, turning quickly around and finding Stefan staring back at him wide-eyed. His alarm disappeared and his eyes narrowed. "What is your problem?" he sneered over his shoulder before he disappeared into his room, slamming the door shut behind him.

Stefan stood there another moment, debating pushing Damon for an explanation. But he knew better. He was tired and Damon wasn't the responsive type anyway. Having enough circular arguments for one night, he walked back downstairs.

He pulled his phone out and hit Elena's number.

"Hey, I'm really sorry about everything." He shot a worried glance up towards Damon's room, straining to hear any sound behind the door. He just wanted one more night of things being simple. "I'll come over now. How about I stay the night? We can talk about the meeting times. Maybe find a compromise."

He was out the door before he could hear the thump that shook the floorboards.

* * *

><p>"Well this is a surprise. What happened to wanting a break from all things Founder's Day?" Elena asked curiously as she leaned against the open door.<p>

Stefan glanced over his shoulder for the tenth time, for some reason, expecting his brother's shadow somewhere behind him. Seeing nothing, still, he smiled at his annoyed girlfriend.

"It's fine, I guess." He stepped forward to go inside the house but it was still blocked by Elena. "If you want me to go, I'll go whenever you want."

Smiling triumphantly, Elena let the door fall open farther to let in Stefan. "Really? I knew you'd change your mind!" She flung her arms around him.

Sure, not like everything wasn't a complete disaster the first time he participated in Founder's Day events or anything. But she didn't seem too worried about his memories associated with it, and he didn't want his past getting in the way of her present. Assenting, he half-heartedly returned the hug. "Yeah, look, let's get inside okay?" He looked back once more, scanning the yard and street in front of the house. "Something is going on with Damon and its weirding me out. I needed to get out of there."

Elena let the door close behind them and kept her hand clasped in Stefan's. "_'Weirding'_? Really, Renaissance man? We're making up words now?" She teased lightly, pleased to have gotten her way.

Stefan tilted his head and smiled. "Yeah we are. Maybe I can ask Ric about him."

"Uhg," Elena groaned. "Who cares? He's a freak."

The word hit him like a punch in the gut. He dropped her hand and looked away.

"I'm sorry!" Elena slapped her hands over her mouth, looking slightly ashamed. "I mean he always has something going on. It's usually not a good thing."

Brows furrowed, Stefan sighed deeply. "I don't like that word. Damon always has his reasons."

"Sure! Of course, I'm sorry." Elena tried to curl around Stefan's arm, and he let himself appreciate the fact that her tank top and shorts hugged her curves so tightly. "He's been weird around me too lately. I understand. I didn't mean to call him names."

He knew that was a lie, but it didn't matter. Elena and Damon had a strange relationship. Not many girls Damon openly threatened to kill stuck around for Stefan's sake. Her attraction to the man wasn't the best-kept secret either. Her continued friendship with his brother was a relief, because it meant Stefan could keep them both around. She was still Stefan's girl. He was going to enjoy it while he could.

Stefan let her pull him into her room and curl up on the bed. She snuggled up next to him, and he wrapped his arm around her. He was getting better at being this with her. Could hardly get enough of wrapping himself up in her world. She was the sweet breeze of fresh air he needed in his life. Being with her didn't have to be sex. It didn't have to be innocent, either.

"Not tonight though," she sighed soft and drowsy. "Just sleep with me. It's been a long night."

"Sure." He kissed the top of her head. Closed his eyes and wondered how Damon's night was going. "Whatever you want."


End file.
